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13 Days & Counting 
 
A mutual support model for young, homeless 
women in crisis 
 
An innovative program in rural Victoria matches young homeless women with 
older homeless women and provides them with a range of support services. The 
result is more stability in the accommodation setting, mutual benefit and 
satisfaction for clients, and impressive rates of permanent housing outcomes. 
 
By Rosemary Green, Robyn Mason and Alison Ollerenshaw 
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Youth homelessness is, of course, a long-acknowledged concern in Australia.  A recent 
study conducted by MacKenzie and Chamberlain (2003) found a total of 26,000 young 
Australians aged between 12 and 18 were homeless in 2001.  In Victoria, 10-12 young 
people per 1,000 of the youth population were homeless. Colman (2000) indicated that 
some 30,500 young people sought some form of help related to accommodation 
assistance in 1998/99. The scope of this issue is enormous. 
 
One of the main funding providers for the homeless in Australia, including homeless 
youth, is the Supported Accommodation and Assistance Program (SAAP).  This program 
is jointly funded by the Commonwealth and State governments and provides 
accommodation and related services to assist homeless people move to independent 
living (Fopp 1996). Throughout Australia, SAAP funds 1,200 welfare agencies to provide 
support and accommodation services to clients in a safe environment (Lai 2001). 
 
Often, SAAP service agencies provide additional services including social and 
psychological support. The provision of additional support services for homeless people 
has long been associated with increased self-sufficiency following accommodation in 
transitional housing. A study by Washington (2002) found that homeless people who 
received additional support, such as counselling, provision of other resources, and 
instruction in the life skills and job development, were more self-sufficient and 
maintained their self-sufficiency.  This support may be particularly helpful for homeless 
women, many of whom are rendered homeless due to a scarcity of affordable housing, 
unemployment, family violence, teenage pregnancy and family disruption (Sullivan & 
Damrosch 1987, cited in Johnson & Krueger 1989). 
 
Many of the “additional” support services identified by Washington (2002) form the basis 
of the “holistic” support model adopted by one rural welfare agency for homeless young 
women in regional Victoria. The Young Women’s Crisis Accommodation Program 
(YWCAP) was established at Lisa Lodge Ballarat in December 2001. It provides crisis 
accommodation for young women and offers additional services such as social support, 
counselling and referrals to other service agencies. A feature of this program is the 
placement of each of the young women entering the program in shared accommodation 
with two older homeless women. 
 
The YWCAP model 
 
A housing program for adult women aged 21 years and older without dependents was 
established in Ballarat in 1989. In recent years there has been an increase in the 
number of younger women requiring emergency housing accommodation. In response, 
the YWCAP was established in late 2001 to provide accommodation and support 
services for young homeless women aged 15-21 years. 
 
Upon entering the YWCAP, young women sign a 13-day lease and during this period, 
are supported to find alternative and stable accommodation. During the 13-day program, 
the young woman is housed with two older women who also receive housing support at 
one of the three supported accommodation sites.  Young women entering the program 
are supported by a case manager (.4 EFT/16 hours per week) who ensures the most 
beneficial combination of clients is achieved by mixing and matching the residents 
across three housing properties. 
 
The YWCAP, which is funded by SAAP, advocates safe, short-term accommodation in 
response to a young woman’s immediate needs. It also offers an assessment and 
referral service aimed at resolving clients’ accommodation needs and improving their 
access to a range of social supports and housing. 
The YCAP, which is funded by SAAP, advocates safe, short-term accommodation in 
response to a young woman’s immediate needs. It also offers an assessment and 
referral service aimed at resolving clients’ accommodation needs and improving their 
access to a range of social supports and housing. 
 
There are two integral factors associated with the design of the model. The first requires 
that the client move through the program into more sustainable accommodation within a 
13-day period. The second requires that any client residing in crisis accommodation for 
more than 13 days is legally entitled to an extension of their lease for up to four months, 
under the Residential Tenancies Act 1997. 
 
In addition to providing crisis accommodation, the young person entering the programs 
offered additional support with their finances, budgeting, attending court and submitting 
relevant agency applications (Centrelink forms). Additional support services such as 
drug and alcohol counselling or psychological services are offered to clients through 
external agencies. Program workers provide a high level of personal support for the 
client. Typically, these young women have few family or friends, exhibit a range of 
complex needs, and are socially isolated and lonely. 
 
Program statistics 
 
The following client information relates to the period of service for a cohort of YWCAP 
clients from 11 October 2001 to 22 July 2003. During this time, the program supported 
39 clients, with approximately three-quarters aged between 15 and 19 years, and about 
half of all clients being 15 to 17 years old. 
 
The majority of clients in this program were referred from other SAAP services (17, or 
approximately 51%) or self-referrals, which constituted approximately one-fifth of all 
referrals (7, or approximately 21%). The program occasionally accepts women over 21 
years of age when there is no alternative accommodation available. 
 
A range of reasons was cited by the young women for accessing the services, including: 
family breakdown (5), previous itinerant accommodation (5) and cessation of previous 
accommodation (9). Other reasons for seeking assistance varied. Of the 39 young 
women in the program, 29 arrived alone, but 10 of the young women were either 
pregnant or had children while participating in the program. These circumstances 
affected approximately one-quarter of all clients and are identified as a significant issue 
for the young women and the service providers. 
 
Many of the young women engaged in the program had experienced homelessness (that 
is, insecure housing) for quite lengthy periods. For some, homelessness was a sudden 
event within the last week (6 clients), and for a futher eight clients homelessness was a 
relatively short-term experience (1-3 months). For 10 clients these problems had been 
experienced for two years or more.  
 
Prior to obtaining assistance through the crisis accommodation service, some of the 
young women were living with unrelated persons or with friends on a temporary basis 
(15), while three were living alone. Nine of the young women had been living with at 
least one parent, although only five cited family breakdown as the main reason for 
seeking assistance. After support through the service, slightly more were living with 
unrelated persons, some had returned home to parents (more likely if both parents were 
living together), and only one was living temporarily with friends. 
 
Support, in this context, consists of both crisis accommodation and associated support, 
and longer-term support. Of those young women who accepted support from the 
program, many used the services offered for more than two weeks. A little under half (16) 
used the support services for 4-13 weeks – only a few (6) used the service for fewer 
than two weeks. The support services that were used by most clients included 
accommodation, transport, advice, advocacy, emotional support and help with personal 
belongings and independent housing. It is noted that the young women often came to 
the YWCAP needing assistance with more than one issue that required both practical 
and interpersonal support. 
 
There were other variations in the length of stay for the young women in the program. 
Six clients did not stay for the 13 days allowable, and for a further four clients other 
suitable arrangements were made that were relevant to their individual circumstances.  
One client left without notice and another was evicted after causing property damage. 
For some clients, one support period in YWCAP was insufficient. Occasionally, housing 
crises recurred and three clients required more than one support period. 
 
Client profiles 
 
The following fictitious representations illustrate life experiences typical of program 
clients and the range of support offered by the program. 
 
Sally 
 
Sally has a long criminal history although she is only 16 years old. She was referred to 
the program from another, non-housing, service. At the time of her referral, Sally was 
four months pregnant. She wanted to find secure housing for herself, and have it ready 
for the arrival of her baby. 
 
Sally has no family support. She has been in a variety of foster homes and other support 
accommodation since she was eight years old. She has been using marijuana regularly 
since she was 12. She wants to quit this addiction and has asked for help with 
substance abuse. 
 
Sally was placed in a house with two older women – one in her mid-thirties and one in 
her mid-twenties. Sally developed a strong bond with Rose-Marie, the older woman, 
whose children had been removed from her some years previously.  Rose-Marie took on 
a supportive, mothering role with Sally, teaching her basic household skills and offering 
helpful advice about her pregnancy. 
 
During her time in the program, Sally received help with substance abuse and from drug 
and alcohol services, including a referral to a detoxification unit. She was also referred to 
a pre-natal service for teenage mothers for support with her pregnancy.  Other 
assistance was provided with budgeting and food.  
 
A priority housing application was lodged with the Office of Housing for a two-bedroom 
unit, as it was impossible for Sally to find and afford suitable accommodation in the 
private rental market.  A two-bedroom Office of Housing unit became available, and 
support was provided to help her set up her property, including removalist costs and 
purchase of a pram. 
 
Sally was very motivated to provide for her baby and managed to buy everything needed 
before the birth.  She is now in secure accommodation, but she required support for over 
a year. 
 
 
Janet 
 
Janet was 16, and referred by the Lisa Lodge Family Reconciliation worker.  Janet’s 
housing had been very insecure and transient following disputes with her mother and 
stepfather.  Janet had been living with a variety of friends and sleeping on couches for 
the past six months after leaving home because of family conflict.  She had left school 
when she became homeless and was having trouble with her Centrelink payments.  She 
had been breached by Centrelink on a number of occasions and was currently linked in 
with a Jobs Placement Employment and Training (JPET) worker. 
 
Janet had been diagnosed with depression.  At the time of referral she was extremely 
depressed and taking medication to assist with this. 
 
Janet was housed with an older woman, Alise, who was in her 70s and had been a 
mother and grandmother.  Alise became very fond of Janet, and the relationship grew 
into a very positive experience for both of them.  Alise, because of her life experience, 
had a good understanding of issues facing young people.  Janet was appreciative of 
Alise’s non-judgemental support and advice.  Alise, whose family history was one of 
trauma and loss, often pointed to lessons from her own experience, saying to Janet: 
“Don’t be like me” or “learn from what happened to me”. 
 
Following the 13-day crisis period, a referral was made for Janet into an allied Youth 
Housing program and a vacancy for housing through this program became available.  
She also received support and advocacy with her Centrelink payments and legal issues 
at court.  The program also provided transport, retrieval and storage of her belongings 
as well as emotional support. 
 
Janet has remained in contact with Lisa Lodge, but has lost contact with Alise.  She 
frequently asks program workers if they have any news of her. 
 
Discussion 
 
Program strengths 
 
Although the YWCAP was only established in 2001, it has been well received by 
program users, according to the Lisa Lodge workers. All workers involved see the model 
of placing a young woman with two older women as beneficial because it gives the 
young women an opportunity to form friendships and experience mutual help from more 
mature women with similar backgrounds. This mutual help is particularly important for 
the young women, many of whom have troubled backgrounds and require an 
understanding and sympathetic ear. 
 
The concept of mutual help or mutual support is useful in relationships between clients 
of the same program. Although typically used in the context of mutual support groups for 
people experiencing similar problems, such as addiction or illness, the concept can be 
applied to individuals helping each other in a reciprocal way when thrown together in 
similar circumstances.  “Mutual help” has been defined as “the efforts of people who face 
similar problems to provide assistance for one another” (Barker 1999, p.313).  Social 
work literature acknowledges the value in clients drawing support from someone who 
has been through the same experience, who can offer different support from that offered 
by professional workers.  This form of “helpertherapy” (Riessman 1965) can be 
extremely valuable for service users because the relationship with their fellow service 
users is a relationship of equals, unencumbered by the power imbalances that are 
present between professionals and clients (Powell 1995, p.2119). 
This YWCAP model appears to provide stability, both to the household and for the young 
person. There appears to be less turmoil, less damage to the property, and the client 
feels more accepted than in other program models. If the young woman has not lived out 
of home before, the older women they are housed with can show them some life skills 
and social support. Instruction in cookery and sharing a meal are typical examples. 
Reciprocity seems to be an important element, with both the young woman and the older 
women gaining some validation from the experience.   
 
The program model provides some continuity between the young woman and the older 
women. The joint approach between both housing programs (older women, and the 
YWCAP) provides greater stability and complementary worker support. The model 
encourages shared support and provides the basis for unity, communication and respect 
among the clients and between clients and support workers. 
 
The program model also provides some flexibility for “mixing and matching” the young 
woman with compatible older women to achieve household stability, which may further 
add to the success of the program among the clients. 
 
Program constraints 
 
Some of the limitations associated with this program need examining. For example, the 
13-day time limit is a constraint imposed by the Residential Tenancies Act. Clients rarely 
exit the YWCAP in the time allocated and the crisis is never “over” before the end of the 
13 days. Furthermore, the 13-day program is often not long enough for clients to feel 
comfortable to disclose their problems. It si usually only on the seventh or eighth day 
that the young women start to talk about their lives. With a limited number of staff hours, 
the opportunity for one-on-one time between the client and their support worker is 
restricted. Often clients come into the program with problems that require additional 
support from the worker, for example clients with a few independent living skills. 
 
Further, the mixing and matching of clients does not always produce positive 
relationships. From the young woman’s point of view (as conveyed to the support 
workers), while positive relationships are often formed, some of the young women 
complain that the older women tend to “mother” them too much, or that they find the 
rules of the house too restrictive. 
 
Funding is a major constraint for this program. More support worker time is needed to 
meet the complex needs of these young women.  Coupled with the trauma and crisis 
associated with homelessness, the young women are also experiencing the turmoil of 
adolescence. Their needs are, by definition, complex and time-consuming. A 13-day 
program with limited staff hours is often not sufficient to meet these needs. 
 
Areas for further exploration 
 
There would be considerable benefit in extending this study by talking directly with the 
women participating in the program. This research could be conducted using focus 
groups and interviews with clients to further explore the benefits and limitations of the 
program, including the mutual-help relationship. Such data could provide useful 
information to enhance knowledge and practice in the field. It would also be useful to 
examine the wider aspects of housing, such as how this program fits in the housing 
sector, and exploring its relationship with other players in the housing field, especially 
transitional housing management.  
 
Conclusion 
 
This study suggests that there are more benefits than disadvantages in this program 
model for the young women, although there are some concerns about the funding and 
program guidelines and their suitability for this target group. 
 
It is clear that the clients view the mutual help aspect of the program positively. In most 
cases it was a positive experience for both older and younger clients, but not in every 
case. The “mutual help” relationship between the younger and older women may be 
unique in housing programs in Australia, and possibly in rural areas. This needs further 
exploration. 
 
Another positive aspect of the program is that the housing agency provides 
complementary support programs including Youth Housing, the Family Adolescent 
Support Team (which offers specialised home-based care and community support) and 
a residential care program.  The 13-day limit in the crisis model means that for some 
young women, there is no exit point outside the agency. The continuity of care, the close 
links among workers and the extensive networks of support within and outside the 
agency are all benefits for these young women.  
 
It is clear that the funding formula inherent in the short-term crisis models is inadequate 
to meet the complex needs (mental health, drug and 
alcohol issues, family violence experiences and early parenting programs) of these 
young women. Adolescence, coupled with the crisis of homelessness, make for very 
challenging experiences for these young women as well as the workers who support 
them. Homelessness for young women cannot be resolved in 13 days, nor can support 
workers, employed part-time, hope to meet the expectations placed on them by program 
guidelines, management and the community in such a short time frame. 
 
An examination of the program also reveals that young women do not have ease of 
access to the housing market. The chances of a young person, male or female, 
accessing public housing are very slim. Some of the young women from the program 
have only succeeded in acquiring public housing through the Ministry of Housing 
segmented priority process because they have a child to support. The wider the 
implications of inaccessibility for young people to housing need to be further investigated. 
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